
Australia: How 'bin chickens' learnt
to wash poisonous cane toads
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An ibis spotted eating a toad in Logan, near Brisbane

By Tiffanie Turnbull
BBC News, Sydney

There are few Australian animals more reviled than the white ibis.

It has earned the moniker "bin chicken" for its propensity to scavenge food
from anywhere it can - messily raiding garbage and oen stealing food right
out of people's hands.

But the native bird may have figured out how to overhaul its bad reputation.

It has developed an "ingenious" method of eating one of the only animals
Australians hate more - the cane toad, a toxic and pervasive pest.

First introduced to Australia in the 1930s, cane toads have no natural
predators in the country and have wrought havoc on native animal populations.

The toad's skin contains venom which it releases when threatened, causing
most animals that come into contact with it to die quickly of a heart attack.

Hence Emily Vincent's surprise when members of the community started
sending her pictures and videos of ibis "playing" with the amphibians.

Ms Vincent, who runs the invasive species programmes at environment charity
Watergum, says the behaviour has been reported up and down Australia's east
coast.

"Ibis were flipping the toads about, throwing them in the air, and people just
wondered what on earth they were doing," she told the BBC.

"Aer this they would always either wipe the toads in the wet grass, or they
would go down to a water source nearby, and they would rinse the toads out."

She believes it is evidence of a "stress, wash and repeat" method that the birds
have developed to rid the toads of their toxins before swallowing them whole.

"It really is quite amusing."

'Clever' birds
It isn't the first time birds have been spotted eating cane toads, Macquarie
University Professor Rick Shine told the BBC.

They seem to be less susceptible to the poison than other animals, like snakes,
mammals or crocodiles.
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Toad expert Rick Shine says he hasn't heard of the behaviour before

But they can still die from too much of it and it tastes "awful", Prof Shine says.

So as the species spread across Australia, birds like hawks and crows rather
quickly figured out how to eat around the poison glands on their shoulder.

They would flip the toads on their back and rip out their insides, leaving the
glands untouched.

But this is the first time Prof Shine - who has studied toads for 20 years - has
heard of birds using a method like this to eat them whole.

"Ibis do get an unfair reputation... [but] this demonstrates that these are clever
birds," Ms Vincent says.

"They've actually forced the cane toad to get rid of the toxin itself, they haven't
had to mutilate it in any way. The cane toad is doing all the work for them."

Population control
Professor Shine and Ms Vincent both say it is a promising sign that native
animals are learning to adapt to the toads, which are now estimated to number
over 2 billion.

Some species are slowly recognising the pests are "a very bad choice for lunch"
and there are suggestions others are undergoing genetic changes that leave
them less susceptible to the poison.

And then there are animals like the ibis that have worked out how to eat toads
safely, which could help bring the population back under control.

"They've got an incredible breeding capacity... so with every female cane toad
that's removed from the environment, it's the prevention of up to 70,000 new
cane toads each year," Ms Vincent says.
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As well as poisoning predators, cane toads also dine on small native animals

Most of the heavy liing is being done by animals that Australia loves to hate -
like the ibis, rodents or ants - Prof Shine says.

"All of those animals are actually doing a wonderful job as an unseen army that
are reducing the numbers of cane toads every year," Professor Shine says.

"So we really should be grateful for some of these unloved Australians."

You may also be interested in:

The birds on the balcony that charmed TikTok

More on this story

GETTY IMAGES

The rapid spread of Australia's cane toads

22 March 2017

Fighting back against a plague of mice

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-39348313
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-57698822


Related Topics

Toads Animals Australia

Top Stories

8 July 2021

The birds on the balcony that found
TikTok fame

28 April 2021

Putin tells soldiers'
mothers he shares their
pain
2 hours ago

England labour to goalless
draw against USA

1 hour ago

Iran protesters confronted
at World Cup game

3 hours ago

2:43

https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/c34plwy9pz7t
https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/clm1wxp533pt
https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/czv6rjvdy9gt
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-56883027
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-63760278
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/football/63603425
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-63762276


Features

Ukraine's first lady: We
will endure

'In war, you don't get
accidentally killed - you
accidentally survive'

Why Trump isn't
returning to Twitter (for
now)

Russia: From 2018 World
Cup host to global pariah

Ebola shuts schools early
for Christmas in Uganda

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-63743657
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-63730419
https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-63725948
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-63746613
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-63743956


Elsewhere on the BBC

Most Read

The race to rebuild
infrastructure in Kherson

Weekly quiz: Who went
round the Moon with
Snoopy?

The Crown's Corrin calls
for gender neutral awards

India gripped by gruesome
'fridge murder'

Is this the greatest taboo
of all?

'I regret the role, not my
daughter'

Artemis I: The giant
rocket setting new records

1 Putin tells soldiers' mothers he
shares their pain 2 Iran protesters confronted at

World Cup game

3 Python bites and drags
Australian boy into pool 4 Kanye West announces 2024

presidential bid

5 Trudeau says emergencies
powers use 'right choice' 6 Armed police patrol aer Iranian

threats in London

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-63746304
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-63726935
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-63741519
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-63739683
https://www.bbc.com/culture/article/20221117-bones-and-all-the-greatest-taboo-of-all
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20221111-what-is-maternal-ambivalence-and-why-it-matters
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20220927-artemis-i-a-giant-rocket-to-set-new-space-records
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-63760278
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-63762276
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-63699886
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-63754702
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-63736487
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-63761628


BBC News Services

On your mobile On smart speakers

Get news alerts Contact BBC News

Home News Sport Reel Worklife Travel

7 Walmart gunman bought
weapon morning of the attack 8 England labour to goalless draw

against USA

9 India gripped by gruesome
'fridge murder' 10 Chinese-Canadian pop star Kris

Wu jailed for rape

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10628994
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/help-50068132
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10628323
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/20039682
https://www.bbc.com/
https://www.bbc.com/news
https://www.bbc.com/sport
https://www.bbc.com/reel
https://www.bbc.com/worklife
https://www.bbc.com/travel
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-63736488
https://www.bbc.com/sport/football/63603425
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-63739683
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-63754238


Future Culture Music TV Weather Sounds

Terms of Use About the BBC Privacy Policy Cookies Accessibility Help Parental Guidance Contact the BBC

Get Personalised Newsletters Why you can trust the BBC Advertise with us AdChoices / Do Not Sell My Info

© 2022 BBC. The BBC is not responsible for the content of external sites. Read about our approach to external linking.

https://www.bbc.com/future
https://www.bbc.com/culture
https://www.bbc.com/culture/music
https://www.bbc.co.uk/schedules/p00fzl9m
https://www.bbc.com/weather
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds
https://www.bbc.co.uk/usingthebbc/terms
https://www.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc
https://www.bbc.co.uk/usingthebbc/privacy
https://www.bbc.co.uk/usingthebbc/cookies
https://www.bbc.co.uk/accessibility
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/guidance
https://www.bbc.co.uk/contact
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcnewsletter
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/help-41670342
https://www.bbcglobalnews.com/home/
https://www.bbc.com/usingthebbc/cookies/how-does-the-bbc-use-cookies-for-advertising/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/guidance/feeds-and-links

